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			Chapter 1

			Bruno Courrèges, chief of police for the Vézère valley in the Périgord region of France, was deeply fond of the medieval square of Sarlat but he had never seen it from this angle before. He was seated among his friends on one of the top rows of benches and it felt uncomfortably high. Erected each year for the town’s theatre festival, the benches were being used for a new venture, the re-­enactment of the battle of Sarlat in 1370, when the town had been liberated from English rule. As a former soldier, Bruno was interested to see how this mock battle would unfold.

			‘Sarlat was the traditional capital of the Périgord Noir, dating back to Gallo-­Roman times. Charlemagne himself donated holy relics to the abbey here,’ said Pamela. She sat on Bruno’s left and was reading aloud from a guidebook as Bruno gazed fondly at this former lover who had since become the closest female friend he’d ever known. ‘It seems that’s how it became rich, attracting pilgrims who ensured its growing prosperity. Over time, the monks established eighty-­five daughter churches whose parishes by the year 1200 stretched nearly two hundred kilometres to Toulouse.’

			‘All while preaching the virtues of poverty,’ grumbled Gérard Mangin, sitting on Bruno’s right. As the Mayor of St Denis, Mangin had hired Bruno to be the town policeman a dozen years earlier and Bruno, an orphan, sometimes thought of him as the father he had never known. The Mayor was a staunch Republican who only went to church when baptisms, funerals or his civic duties required. Weddings, he believed, were civic events for him to officiate rather than any priest.

			Bruno’s friends from St Denis were clustered around them. The Baron, one of Bruno’s hunting partners, sat on the far side of Pamela. Fabiola, a local doctor, and her partner Gilles, a journalist, were on the bench below, beside Bruno’s cousin, Alain, and Rosalie, the woman Alain would marry later that year once their twenty years’ service in the armée de l’air was ­complete. On the row below them were Miranda – ­Pamela’s partner in the riding school – and Miranda’s father, Jack Crimson, a retired British diplomat. The only one missing was Florence, a local science teacher, who had lost the toss of a coin with Miranda to see which of the two mothers would babysit their young children, all of them exhausted after a long day around ­Pamela’s pool.

			It had been for Bruno a perfect day, undisturbed by any of the sudden crises that had ruined his previous Fridays and Sundays, nominally his days off. Three traffic accidents, two lost children and a drunken duel between two Dutch tourists in kayaks had consumed his supposed free time. But today had been spent in and around Pamela’s swimming pool with his friends, and while preparing a huge salad lunch for them all he’d enjoyed showing the children how to make devilled eggs.

			They had watched him halve the hard-­boiled eggs, scoop out the yolks and crush them with a fork. Next he made mayonnaise, added a generous spoonful of honey mustard and paprika, then used a fork to mix in the crumbled egg yolks before spooning the egg and mayonnaise mix into a dozen of the eggs for the grown-­ups. He asked the children how they liked their eggs. ‘With tomato ketchup,’ they replied, so Bruno put the remaining mayonnaise into a dish and showed them how to stir in ketchup until it turned pink. He added the crumbled yolks and scooped the mixture into the halved whites and grinned as the kids darted off to show off their pink devilled eggs. He smiled to himself at the memory, until Pamela interrupted his thoughts to ask whether today’s planned re-­enactment was historically accurate.

			‘As usual, that depends whose version of history you read,’ the Mayor said. ‘Only later did English and French historians make it a matter of national patriotism. At the time, most people in this region accepted that their local lord was the Duke of Aquitaine who happened to be half-­English. And if he didn’t speak their language, nor did the King of France because everyone around here spoke Occitan. The English duke’s taxes were usually lower and England was the main market for our wines.’

			‘Whoever built Sarlat, they left us a lovely place,’ said Bruno. He never tired of visiting the old town, a jewel of medieval and Renaissance architecture so well preserved that it had become a mainstay of French historic films. Its markets and festivals for the local delicacies of truffles and foie gras were renowned. Sarlat was woven deeply into the history of France. It was lost and then liberated in the Hundred Years War against the English. It had again been a battlefield in the sixteenth century in France’s civil wars when Catholic fought Protestant so long and so bitterly that more than two million – a tenth of the French population – died, not only from war but also the plagues and famines the marauding armies brought in their wake.

			Sarlat’s launch of this new event of the tourist season had certainly attracted great interest. There were TV cameras, radio and press reporters, and not an empty seat in the giant array of benches that had been erected in the main square. The town had provided a lavish budget for the medieval costumes and musicians to commemorate the great patriotic occasion. The townsfolk of Sarlat had risen against the English from within while French troops stormed the gates.

			The idea had been borrowed from the annual re-­enactment of the battle of Castillon in 1453, when the English army led by the renowned John Talbot, the Earl of Salisbury, had been decisively defeated. The rosbifs, as the French called their traditional enemies from across the Channel, had finally been ejected from southern and western France for good, with only the Channel port of Calais remaining in English hands for another hundred years. Every summer, the people of the town of Castillon, now known as Castillon-­la-­Bataille in commemoration of the victory, mounted a popular pageant. It featured crowd scenes and parades, knights in armour charging on horseback, picturesque tents and flags, and the roar of the cannon that had been the key to the French victory, opening the way for the French to take the strategic port of Bordeaux, just a day’s march away.

			As a former soldier, Bruno had always wondered why the name of Jean Bureau had been forgotten, since the great victory of Castillon had been his. As Master of the Ordnance for the French king, Bureau had assembled three hundred cannon, and mounted them behind a defensive ditch. The guns had a greater range than the longbows of the hitherto invincible English archers. It was, therefore, a battle which lent itself to re-­enactment. The English stopped to shoot their longbows, the guns roared out and the archers began to fall. Then the English infantry launched their doomed assaults and the guns roared out again, and finally the French knights emerged on horseback for a triumphant charge.

			It was all very simple for tourists to understand, all very scenic and with powerful sound effects. No wonder it was a success, thought Bruno. But of course the actual mock-­battle lasted for barely twenty minutes and the tourists wanted more than that. So there were scenes in the French camp: the delivery of herds of sheep and cattle to feed the French troops; the market with milkmaids; the country-dancing and the musicians; the solemn blessing of the French troops by the patriotic churchmen; the donning of armour. These scenes were balanced by the absurd overconfidence of the English archers, unaware that the storm of arrows that had won their battles for the past century was about to become obsolete as the cannon announced their new dominance over battlefields. It all made for a grand and dramatic evening.

			Knowing something of the confusion of urban warfare, Bruno wondered how this re-­enactment of the liberation of Sarlat would be stretched out for the planned two hours of spectacle. There was no ditch to be attacked and defended, no roar of massed cannon, no flights of arrows, and in the narrow streets of the medieval town that led to this main square, little prospect of a scenic cavalry charge. Instead he could hear the sound of cattle and the bleating of goats as the livestock were prepared for their walk-­on parts. This being the Périgord, the noise was echoed by the honking of geese and the clatter of barrels of wine being rolled over cobblestones.

			These had been the sounds that had greeted Bruno and his friends when they had arrived late that afternoon to stroll through the medieval market that had been erected as part of the entertainment. The stalls offered the usual souvenirs of knightly helmets, plastic swords and bows with rubber-­tipped arrows for children, sold by men in leather jerkins and women dressed as tavern wenches. Entering into the spirit of the event, they watched the staged sword fights and bought overpriced glasses of something called mead which Bruno recognized as the semi-­sweet Rosette white wine that was unique to Bergerac. They had dined cheerfully on overpriced barbecue, followed by paper cups of fresh strawberries. Finally, at eight thirty, as that lovely soft twilight that the French call le crépuscule began to fall, a peal of trumpets summoned them to their seats.

			A man dressed as a medieval herald appeared on one of the balconies on the far side of the square. He was flanked by two musicians bearing long trumpets who sent out another peal that made everyone sit up. It lasted until the first long roll of the drums and then the herald spoke.

			‘France groans beneath the English yoke,’ he announced. ‘Ever since the battle of Poitiers, when the English archers under their notorious Black Prince mowed down the flower of French chivalry, the English have occupied half of France. From Anjou to the Pyrénées, from Bordeaux to the Auvergne, the English ruled. But now, in the summer of 1370, ten years after the hateful treaty was imposed on our captured king, liberation is stirring here in the lush valleys and forests and vineyards of the Périgord. Bertrand du Guesclin, the Constable of France, is preparing to restore France to herself.

			‘The symbol that du Guesclin chooses for the great mission to recover France’s freedom is here, the cathedral city of Sarlat, its prosperity founded by the great Charlemagne and its renowned abbey. An army has been raised and brought secretly through the woods and hidden ways to the heart of the Périgord. Secret agents have been dispatched to make their way into Sarlat, disguised as peddlers and merchants, to make contact with the consuls and the people of Sarlat and prepare the way for the audacious stroke that will launch the fight for the liberation of France.’

			On a balcony across the square, curtains were being drawn back to reveal a group of men in period costume, evidently conspirators, gathered around a glistening candle and making angry speeches about Sarlat being crushed beneath the English boot.

			‘We’ll come in for the market dressed like peasants but with our swords hidden in a farm cart,’ said one of the conspirators, a hidden microphone sending his stage whispers through the loudspeakers that carried every word to the audience. ‘We seize the town gate and hold it for du Guesclin and his troops to ride in, while more of our men ambush their archers and our townswomen distract the enemy with their charms.’

			Bruno had expected the market scene to follow. No, declared the herald. It was still night-­time in Sarlat, and the English troops were thronging the taverns and – his voice deepened ominously – molesting the womenfolk.

			‘And, of course, no French soldier has ever been known to molest a woman,’ came Pamela’s voice. She threw Bruno, the only Frenchman she knew who’d been a soldier, a friendly glance and gave his hand an affectionate squeeze.

			He admired Pamela’s energy, her intelligence and her kindness. She always had time for her friends, and when on occasion she let him know that she would enjoy his company for a romantic evening, he always found time for her. They exchanged a fond look before the sudden sound of uproar drew their attention back to the square before them.

			English soldiers, dressed in chain mail, leather hauberks and characteristic soup-­plate metal helmets, thronged out from a side street, most of them holding a leather tankard in one hand and a wench in the other. Bruno assumed the women were supposed to be tavern girls. They were all wearing low-­cut dresses and most of them seemed content to join in the party. But one young woman with flaming red hair was clearly being dragged along against her will, weeping and begging to be released from the clutch of an apparently drunken English thug who was groping her.

			‘This is going a bit far,’ muttered the Mayor. ‘There are children in this audience.’

			As he spoke, the group of English soldiers and the women passed beneath a balcony not far from where the conspirators had clustered around their candle. A young man in hose and doublet appeared, looked down into the street and immediately launched himself from the balcony to drop down onto the shoulders of the drunk. The youth must have been a skilled gymnast since he landed on the Englishman’s burly shoulders and at once somersaulted from them to land lightly on his feet on the cobblestones. The woman, who had evidently been expecting this manoeuvre, tripped the drunken soldier so that he stumbled across the feet of his fellows as she cried, ‘Down with the English tyranny!’ She then seized the young gymnast’s hand and they disappeared together into the maze of alleys in the old town.

			The audience applauded, many of them like Bruno and Alain leaping up from their seats to salute this theatrical coup. But the applause subsided as the English troops began taking their revenge, kicking in doors and rousting out the townsfolk in their nightshirts to the sounds of breaking crockery and furniture and screams. At last a patrol of sober soldiers appeared to restore order, to shepherd the weeping citizens back into their homes and to escort their drunken comrades to their barracks. When all was still again and the streets empty, the flame-­haired young woman and the agile youth re-emerged into the main square, peeking around the corner to be sure they were alone.

			‘It’s all clear,’ the youth said, his whisper carrying to the audience over some hidden microphone. ‘We plan to seize the gate and charge in just before midday, when the English gather to eat before the market closes.’

			‘The people of Sarlat are ready, my lord,’ she replied. ‘We’ll make the rosbifs drunk on wine before you come. The fools cannot resist the fruit of the grape.’

			‘Nor can they resist you, mademoiselle, we saw that tonight. But then who could? Your beauty puts the stars to shame and your eyes fill me with more light than the moon.’ He knelt to kiss her hand. ‘And I am no lord, just a simple chevalier, a squire to the great Constable du Guesclin. When I get back over the town wall, I shall tell him that Sarlat will be ours by midday tomorrow.’

			He gave her hand a final kiss and she unwrapped a scarf from around her throat and handed it to him.

			‘May the good Lord and the Blessed Virgin hear my prayers and watch over you in the fighting tomorrow,’ she said, before the young squire darted away.

			Silence fell until a church bell gave a single toll and the herald emerged once again, to announce: ‘Sarlat sleeps, her last night under English rule. Bertrand du Guesclin and his troops stand watch behind the heights to the west of the town. Du Guesclin’s trusty squire, Philippe de Périgueux, has returned from his bold mission inside the walls of Sarlat and reported that the town’s patriots are ready. In the darkness beyond these walls, du Guesclin and his men are kneeling at prayer, and the hopes of all France must wait through the long night for dawn.’

			There was a lengthy pause, then through the loudspeakers came the sound of a cockerel crowing to greet the dawn, and suddenly all was bustle as spotlights came on to light the scene with a flood of artificial day. Escorted by young girls and boys, a small herd of cows emerged into the main square and young women appeared carrying stools and sat down as if ready to milk them. Market stalls were being set up and housewives came out to buy food, amid sudden smells of fresh bread and of the pickled herring the English loved. Over the loudspeakers came the cackling of far more ducks and chickens than could be seen in the cages being unloaded, while wooden carts with squeaky wheels and hauled by donkeys were bringing fruit and vegetables to the market.

			Then came the musicians, playing their citoles and tambours, singing the old troubadour songs while jugglers tossed two and then three hatchets into the air and kept them all spinning. A one-­legged man dressed in rags and leaning on a wooden crutch, holding out a bowl and begging for alms, limped around the crowd.

			The English soldiers came out to patrol two-­by-­two, never alone. The richer citizens paraded in their finery, silks and embroidery, leather boots and shoes rather than the wooden sabots of the peasants. The square filled steadily with the market, the people, and the cries of the street vendors, the knife sharpeners, the wheelwrights, shoe-­menders and woodturners. The high voices of the women called on people to feel the quality of the linens they had spun.

			Children darted between and beneath the stalls, picking up scraps, their little hands creeping up from below to steal pastry. At every corner planks were being laid across two upright barrels, making stalls that bore jugs of wine and clay mugs, and the winemakers cried out that they had to sell their stocks cheaply to make room in their chais for this year’s harvest.

			‘A jug of wine for only two deniers, milords,’ called out one of them to the English troops. ‘Last week it cost three deniers so it’s a special price today.’

			Soon the Englishmen had taken off their soup-­dish helmets and were leaning against the church wall, swilling jugs of wine as they watched the jugglers. Then a horse-­drawn cart, piled high with firewood, came down the hill and two peasants began to unload it. Bruno noticed that once emptied, the floor of the cart seemed distinctly higher than it should have been. A church bell began to toll, slowly and solemnly. The church doors opened and a priest emerged first, six peasants following behind him carrying a coffin while the bereaved family trudged sadly in their wake, heading for the town’s main gate and the path that led to the cemetery.

			The herald emerged to announce that there was no funeral and no corpse. The mourners were the assault team that would attack the gate guards and open the gates for du Guesclin and his armoured knights.

			From the direction of the gate came the sound of cheering, the clash of swords, cries of pain. The funeral party put down the coffin, wrenched off the lid and pulled out their hidden weapons. The peasants who had brought in the cart filled with firewood levered off the boards that made the cart’s false floor and began handing out the swords and pikes that had been hidden there to the musicians and jugglers who at once attacked the English patrols. Milkmaids who had been flirting with the soldiers plucked daggers from inside their robes and stabbed at the nearest English men-­at-­arms who were hurriedly putting aside their jugs of wine.

			Then the thundering clatter of horses’ hooves on cobblestones announced the arrival of the French knights, led by a big man on a white horse wearing a black surcoat over his armour, evidently intended to be Bertrand du Guesclin. With him were three knights in red surcoats, one of them carrying a fleur de lys banner, and three more in white. More horsemen were coming in their wake and after a triumphant ride along the front of the benches to the Church of Sainte Marie, du Guesclin turned his horse, roaring out, ‘Vive la France!’, and ordered his cavalry to charge the English troops guarding the Hôtel de Ville.

			Suddenly, du Guesclin’s horse seemed to skid on a heap of straw that had been placed on a pile of fresh manure and went down hard, whinnying in pain and sprawling on its rear legs. But du Guesclin scrambled free and, with his fellow knights, he continued the charge on foot, his great broadsword held high. The newly armed stallholders and some of their womenfolk followed him and his knights in the attack along the thin line of Englishmen. From one side, a brawny milkmaid swinging a pole swiped at the legs of the English man-­at-­arms at the end of the line. At the other end, the beggar balanced perilously on his one good leg used his crutch to sweep away the feet from beneath another rosbif. Swords clashed against swords and slammed into shields while pikes and battleaxes were brandished, but the French knights were steadily driving the enemy back up the steps where the English defenders acted out dramatic deaths, one by one.

			Turning to the sound of more trumpets from behind, Bruno saw a squad of French soldiers marching into view from the direction of the town gate. Disarmed English prisoners, their hands bound behind their backs, trudged in their wake. The stalls selling wine hastened to offer mugs to the new French arrivals as the townsfolk began to celebrate their liberation. One of the town’s consuls was trying to make a speech of welcome as the cry went up for the hero of the day – ‘Du Guesclin, Du Guesclin.’

			But there came no answer. As the English troops lay faking death in front of the Hôtel de Ville and the French knights and townsfolk backed away, a solitary body remained, sprawled face-­down on the steps, wearing a black surcoat. A pool of blood was spreading ominously beneath him.

			As Bruno and the rest of the audience watched in stunned silence, the first drop of blood overflowed the marble step beneath the figure and dribbled down slowly to the next. At the moment of his triumph, du Guesclin had fallen.

			‘Another travesty of history,’ murmured the Mayor. ‘Du ­Guesclin lived on for ten more years before dying of illness.’

			‘I don’t think this is in the script,’ said Bruno.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			The first to react was the young squire who had been playing the tambour, no longer in time to any music but to beat out an insistent martial rhythm, the rat-­a-­tat-­tat of the charge. Now he stopped, put down his drumstick and turned to address the audience on their benches, calling out to ask if there was a doctor among them. Fabiola rose and raised an arm in reply when a man in the second row and much closer to the place where the knight lay still shouted, ‘I’m his doctor.’ Brandishing a black medical bag he vaulted down to trot to the steps where the wounded man lay.

			Fabiola began squeezing her way to the end of her row. Bruno, Gilles and Alain helped clear her path down the side of the benches, pushing slowly through the crowds despite Bruno’s best parade-­ground voice demanding they make way for the doctor. It took not much more than a minute to cross the square but it seemed much longer. The other doctor was bent over the fallen du Guesclin, avoiding the spreading pool of blood. He had two fingers on the man’s neck as Bruno turned to the crowd and shouted, ‘Police – get back.’ Bruno raised his hands and made pushing motions to get people to clear the steps and make way for Fabiola. Alain and Gilles were still having trouble trying to help her to squeeze her way through the crowd.

			The men who had just an instant before been playing the role of soldiers and the women who had been the murderous milkmaids, along with the apparently slain English troops now coming back to life, had all been transformed into a horrified and curious crowd of civilians jostling to get a view. Bruno took out his phone, brandished it so all could see and shouted, ‘I’m calling an ambulance. You men dressed as soldiers, please form a line below these steps. We don’t want a crowd coming up here. Does anyone know who this man is?’

			‘There’s an ambulance on standby around the corner,’ said the unknown doctor quietly before anyone could reply. ‘It could be too late, there’s hardly any pulse and he’s lost a lot of blood.’

			He started pumping the man’s chest anyway as one of the soldiers called out that the victim’s name was Kerquelin. That was a Breton name, Bruno knew, and it sounded almost identical to the French pronunciation of Guesclin.

			‘What if we get some plasma into him before we start resuscitation? He’s still breathing,’ said Fabiola, kneeling beside him.

			‘There’s an ambulance coming,’ the doctor replied. ‘They have plasma and I’ll start a transfusion right away.’ As he spoke, two medical aides in fluorescent gear and carrying a stretcher trotted around the corner.

			‘I’m a doctor at the medical centre in St Denis,’ said Fabiola by way of introduction.

			‘My name is Barrat and he’s my patient,’ the doctor replied as he began helping the ambulance men to place the stretcher alongside the stricken man. ‘I work at the Domme facility,’ he added.

			Bruno was about to call the town’s commissariat of police when someone dressed as a French soldier joined him on the steps. As soon as the man removed his helmet Bruno recognized him as Messager, a colleague of equal rank, the head of the municipal police for the town. He was a taciturn man, close to retirement, who shrank from responsibility and spent most of his spare time fishing. Bruno’s relations with him were businesslike rather than cordial, and Bruno wondered why he’d volunteered to be part of the show. It seemed unlike him.

			‘Everybody, please stay where you are,’ Messager called out to the crowd.

			‘We can’t keep hundreds of people here for hours,’ said Bruno quietly, into the man’s ear, not wanting to question his authority in public. ‘We don’t have the manpower to process them. But we’re going to need all the video of this that we can find. That includes phones. Could you use a bullhorn to ask people to save any images on their phones until we can put up a special website to receive them? And can you officially identify the wounded man? I think he was playing du Guesclin?’

			‘Bruno,’ Fabiola called out before the police chief could reply, a quaver in her voice. Her face had gone white beneath some streaks of blood. He looked and saw that the casualty was now on the stretcher with an oxygen mask applied to his face but a much larger pool of blood had spread around the spot where he had been. ‘It just started flooding out when we put him onto the stretcher and then it splashed into my face . . .’

			Fabiola’s voice was rising in pitch and the other doctor put an arm around her and used his handkerchief to clean her face as Fabiola burst out, ‘His heart or the aorta must have been slashed wide open.’

			She took a deep breath, pressed her face into her colleague’s chest for a moment, and then said in her normal voice, ‘And now look at this.’

			She pointed to the body on the stretcher as the ambulance men began to lift it. She had ripped away the black surcoat and cut away the leather straps attached to a metal breastplate. On the man’s left-­hand side, the handle of what looked like a stiletto protruded. Bruno assumed the blade had slid between two ribs to penetrate the heart. Could that possibly have been some kind of accident?

			‘Putain de merde,’ muttered Messager. ‘Does this mean we’ve got a killing on our hands?’

			‘Don’t touch that dagger,’ said Barrat as Bruno bent down to examine the hilt. ‘It may be helping seal the wound.’

			‘Where are you taking him?’ Fabiola asked.

			‘Just up the hill to the hospital so we can get some plasma into him straightaway and we have resuscitation gear in the ambulance,’ he replied. ‘I’ll try to call in a helicopter if one is available. Meet us there if you want but it may be too late. And if he’s holding on, even without a chopper we might need to get him to Bergerac.’

			He led the way for the ambulance men, and as they disappeared around a corner with the stretcher the young, red-­haired woman who had been rescued from a drunken soldier by the squire in the night scene now pushed her way through the soldiers. Nervously she called out ‘Papa’, her rising voice making it a question. When she saw the blood on Fabiola’s hands and face she gasped and tried to get past Bruno.

			‘I’m sorry, mademoiselle, but the wounded man is in the ambulance, on his way to the hospital,’ Bruno said, rising to block her way.

			‘Is it my father?’ she said. ‘He’s playing du Guesclin. Is he hurt?’

			‘The doctors are doing all they can,’ Bruno replied. ‘Can you contact your mother? Is she here?’

			‘They’re divorced, she’s in Paris.’ She put her hands to her face and turned away, sinking into the arms of the young man playing the role of squire who had appeared at her side, the shock apparent on his face.

			‘Can you take me to the hospital?’ she asked, and then Fabiola was at the girl’s side, putting an arm around her and leading her to one side while speaking urgently of helicopters.

			Thank heavens for that, Bruno thought, pulling out his phone to call his friend Jean-­Jacques Jalipeau, the chief detective for the département of the Police Nationale, and known to all as J-­J. Lowering his voice and turning his back to the crowd, Bruno explained that they seemed to be faced with an accidental death – or something worse – in front of probably a thousand potential witnesses.

			‘In the main square of Sarlat?’ J-­J asked. ‘With TV cameras and medieval costumes?’

			‘Yes, and I assume it’s already on the radio and most of the people here seem to be talking on their mobile phones,’ Bruno replied. ‘We’ve asked them to stay but some may have gone already. There aren’t enough cops here to establish a proper cordon but we’re trying to use the actors.’

			‘Who is the victim? Do you have a next of kin? Could this have been an accident of some kind?’

			‘Possibly, but I doubt it. It looks as though somebody slipped a knife between his ribs, somebody who knew where to find the gap in the armour he was wearing. His name is Kerquelin and his daughter is here. We’ll get all the details from her. Apparently he’s divorced. When can you get here? I doubt we can treat this as a crime scene. An ambulance has already taken him to a hospital.’

			‘I’ll be there in about forty minutes and I’ll bring a forensic team. Do you need help with crowd control? And see who might be missing a dagger.’

			‘That’s up to you,’ Bruno said. ‘If you want to keep the audience here so you can collect their phones for any video evidence we’ll need a lot of reinforcements, but I don’t think there’s enough time. I imagine you’ll have enough eyewitnesses with me and the locals who took part, not to mention the TV cameras. I think we’d be better off just asking people to send in their videos if you can set up a special postbox on your Police-­Dordogne website. We can get local press and broadcasters to publicize it.’

			‘I agree,’ J-­J replied. ‘Let’s not make any more of a drama out of this than we need. You’d better start by making lists of witnesses, anybody who was near enough to the dead man.’

			‘From what I could see that would only include people who took part in the re-­enactment, so the Sarlat organizers should have all the details,’ Bruno replied. ‘What we’ll need from the crowd are any videos they might have taken. We can always put out a public appeal. Hold on a moment, J-­J.’

			Bruno put out a hand to grab Romain, the deputy Mayor of Sarlat, by the shoulder. Not one to be left out of any civic activity, Romain was dressed as one of the peasants who had been offering wine to the soldiers.

			‘The victim, Kerquelin, what can you tell me about him?’ Bruno asked. ‘That’s a Breton name, so he’s not from around here. Does he live here in Sarlat?’

			‘No, near Domme, just down the road. His name is Brice Kerquelin, and with a name like that he claims to be descended from the great man, du Guesclin himself. But it’s complicated,’ Romain replied, and then hesitated and lowered his voice. ‘There’s a security aspect to this that we’re not supposed to talk about, but I guess it’s all right to tell you.’

			‘Okay, noted. Can you take care of his daughter? She seems to be in shock.’

			Romain nodded and Bruno returned to his phone, hearing J-­J’s tinny voice demanding to know if he was still there. ‘I’m here, J-­J. The deputy Mayor says the victim, Brice Kerquelin, is supposed to have some security connection. Can you check out the name?’

			The names and addresses of people in the département with links to the security services, or of special interest to them, were filed on a restricted list to which senior police officials like J-­J would have access. Bruno could see the list, but only by going through the secure link on his office computer.

			‘Bordel de merde,’ said J-­J after a few moments. ‘He’s at the top of the damn list, with three stars and authorized to carry weapons. He’s DGSE, senior staff at Domme. I have to call La Piscine first but after that I’m on my way.’

			DGSE was the Direction Générale de la Sécurité Extérieure, France’s foreign intelligence agency. La Piscine was the slang name for the headquarters on the Boulevard Mortier in Paris, named for the nearby public swimming pool. The DGSE also ran Frenchelon, the nickname of the French version of the Anglo-­American electronic intelligence and global surveillance system. Its largest base was at Domme, just ten kilometres south of Sarlat.

			Best known as one of the region’s finest bastides, the fortified towns that date from the Middle Ages, Domme occupied a hilltop with spectacular views over the Dordogne valley. It was usually crammed with tourists at this time of year, although few of them were aware of Domme’s pivotal role in French intelligence. The antennae and radar dishes could be seen but most of the facilities were buried deep underground, supposedly secure from anything but a direct hit by a nuclear weapon. Like most people in the region, Bruno knew of its existence. He knew that its role was to monitor and record communications of interest to the French security services, by phone and internet, and that it also had something to do with the communications of France’s nuclear submarines. He had no idea how many people it employed, nor the degree with which it cooperated with its British and American allies in NATO.

			He did know that it ran a number of language schools for its staff because Pamela, during her first years in France, had worked at one of them. It was based in a gently decaying nineteenth-­century chateau in the hills west of Sarlat, where she helped the students decipher various accents of English from all over the world.

			Bruno, now aware of how serious this attack might be, called the office of General Lannes in Paris, whose role was to coord­inate the various arms of French security for the Minister of the Interior. Bruno’s call was answered by the duty officer, the discreet button on his official phone glowing green to show the call was secure. Bruno gave his name and location and said he had an urgent message for the general. He was put through at once.

			‘Bonjour, Bruno. What’s happening in Sarlat?’ came the familiar voice.

			Bruno explained, adding that he had informed J-­J who was briefing La Piscine before joining Bruno in Sarlat.

			‘Brice, mon Dieu,’ said Lannes, evidently shocked.

			‘You know him?’ asked Bruno.

			‘Know him? I’m godfather to his daughter,’ Lannes replied, his voice ending in what might have been a suppressed sob. It betrayed his grief in a way that Bruno had never heard from this hitherto calm and commanding official. Bruno did not know what to say, whether to ask for instructions or offer comfort. Perhaps he should ask whether he should alert anyone else in officialdom.

			‘Mon général . . .’ he said, unsure whether Lannes was still listening to him. He heard the man murmur, ‘Mon Dieu, poor Nadia. She’s so close to him.’

			Then came the sound of a throat being cleared, a nose being blown and the efficient general that Bruno knew was back and speaking almost normally.

			‘You’re sure it was deliberate?’ came the question. ‘Possibly even enemy action? He’s an important man, a genius in his way.’

			‘Too soon to say for sure but it’s hard to see it being an accident – a stiletto slid between the ribs into his heart through the only gap in the man’s armour. A doctor who said he was a colleague at Frenchelon thinks he is dying but he’s called for a helicopter and meanwhile taken him to Sarlat hospital in an ambulance.’

			‘Right, I’ll get onto Domme and La Piscine. Leave that with me. You stay until J-­J can take over and I can get some of my people there. I’ll call you back. There are some things I’ll have to count on you to do. And if you can, Bruno, please take care of his daughter.’

			As Lannes ended the call Romain arrived with three other men carrying two tall stands of the kinds normally used to display local announcements, and erected them in a V-­shape around the steps to keep the steps and bloodstains from view.

			‘We can’t touch anything until Commissaire Jalipeau arrives with his forensics team,’ Bruno said. ‘This now has to be treated as a possible crime scene. Thanks for bringing the screens. I’ve informed the right people in Paris about the security aspect. What about his daughter? Are there any other close relatives?’

			‘The girl is now with my son, who was playing the squire. She has a brother but he’s away on vacation somewhere,’ Romain replied. ‘The gendarmes are sending a couple of trucks to reinforce the town police.’ He turned as the Mayor of St Denis was approaching them.

			‘Cher collègue,’ the newcomer murmured to Romain. ‘My commiserations, it is terrible that your remarkable spectacle should be marred by this tragedy. A heart attack, was it? I just heard the man playing the role of du Guesclin was dead.’

			‘I’ll explain fully later, but he’s on his way to hospital and may not be dead yet,’ Bruno said. ‘This may have been a tragic accident. J-­J is on his way so I can get a lift back with him if you want to take our friends back to St Denis. I thought I saw Gilles taking photos or maybe video – can you check with him to make sure he saves it? We might need it. That goes for anyone else you might know who was filming the event on their phones.’

			‘Philippe Delaron is here and asked me to tell you that he needs an official statement, preferably from you,’ Bruno’s Mayor said. ‘He’s just done a story live for the radio: “tragedy strikes Sarlat re-­enactment”. But he wants more for his article for Sud Ouest. And someone from France-­3 TV was filming the event and they want you speaking on camera.’

			‘Tell Philippe and the TV crew to try the town mayor or the commissariat de police,’ Bruno replied. ‘I haven’t got the time and anyway, Sarlat isn’t in my jurisdiction. You know that.’

			‘Well, jurisdiction or not, Bruno, it looks like you’re in charge. And when you suggest this may even be a crime scene . . .’

			‘Sorry, I can’t say any more at this stage. Security is involved. I’ll tell you what I can when I get back to St Denis. In the meantime, if you could get some damp cloths or hand towels for me and Fabiola to clean ourselves of the blood, that would be a help.’

			‘Jacqueline always carries some in her handbag, so consider it done. I’ll be right back.’ The Mayor turned away to find his partner.

			‘There’s something odd about this,’ said Fabiola quietly, taking Bruno’s arm and pointedly ignoring Gilles who was standing hesitantly at her side. ‘I know most of the doctors around here, but not that man who went off in the ambulance.’

			‘It’s a security matter,’ Bruno said. ‘The wounded man is some sort of high-­up at Domme. I presume they have their own medics there.’

			‘Not that I’ve heard of,’ said Fabiola. ‘And I wouldn’t take a resuscitation patient to Sarlat, it’s no longer for serious patients these days. I would have taken him to Bergerac and given him a blood transfusion in the ambulance. Maybe they went to Sarlat for extra blood.’

			‘He said he was trying to call a chopper,’ Bruno said, trying to keep the impatience from his voice. ‘Did he seem like a real doctor to you?’

			‘Yes, but . . .’ Fabiola paused. ‘It just doesn’t feel right.’

			A group of gendarmes arrived from the rue Salamandre, led by a sergeant whom Bruno knew, and who asked for orders. Bruno asked him to keep the steps clear and then the Mayor returned and handed Bruno a pack of wet-­wipes. He took two for himself to clean his hands and gave the rest to Fabiola, helped her clean up and asked if she could continue to take care of du Guesclin’s daughter. Fabiola nodded dully in reply. Then he and Messager began taking the names and statements of the men dressed as soldiers, English and French, who had been part of the confused struggle where Kerquelin had fallen.

			The third man he interviewed, dressed as an English soldier, was a professional actor in his forties who explained that he had been the coordinator of the day’s battle scenes. He had a brisk, efficient manner, brown hair cut short and keen blue eyes with crinkles that suggested he smiled a lot. Or perhaps he was just making an effort to be pleasant.

			‘You don’t know me, Monsieur Bruno,’ he began, his voice affable but respectful. ‘But I know you, and so do all the other people who are attached to the chateau of Castelnaud after you helped save the place from that forest fire. Thank you for that.’

			He gave his name as Bernard Guyon, with an address in Bordeaux and a job each summer giving sword-­fighting demonstrations at Castelnaud, the castle that boasted a museum of medieval warfare. The rest of the year, he said, he taught stage-­fighting techniques at a theatre school in Bordeaux and directed fight scenes for TV and films. A man who took evident pride in his professional skills, he began by offering to help review any video of the event to see exactly what had gone wrong.

			‘It shouldn’t have happened. Kerquelin was in good physical shape and a quick learner,’ Guyon said. ‘He told me that he used to wear the armour around the house and in his office to get accustomed to the weight. Of course, it wasn’t the heavier armour they had back in the fourteenth century, thirty kilos and more, but it showed how seriously he took it. We must have spent hours on his swordplay. He even took up weightlifting to increase his upper arm strength.’

			‘Are accidents common in these re-­enactments?’ Bruno asked.

			Guyon shook his head. ‘Not if they’re properly organized and the troops trained by people like me who know what they’re doing. There’s a drill: overhead downstroke right, overhead downstroke left, then leg stroke right, leg stroke left, and no thrusting. That’s what causes accidents, not because you get stabbed in a thrust but you can lose your balance and fall over. I’ve been doing this for more than twenty years and this is the first disaster I’ve seen.’

			‘Is there any way this could have been an accident?’

			‘I’ve been thinking about that,’ Guyon replied. ‘The answer is yes. It’s not likely but it’s certainly possible. I was against using that scene because of the steps and the crowd. Normally we prefer simple duels, one man against another. Crowd scenes can easily get out of control. But the director really wanted it, the massed fight on the steps. He said the different height of the steps would give the audience a sense of perspective. Anyway, after I’d given my warning as a professional the decision was his to make. So, yes, one of the actors could easily have tripped on the steps, cannoned into somebody else who was carrying a poignard, and if Kerquelin was doing an overhead stroke at the time, an accident could have happened. You can’t rule it out.’

			‘If that happened, wouldn’t the man with the poignard have known that he’d stabbed someone?’ Bruno asked.

			‘You’d think so, but I know you were in the military so you’ll understand that strange things happen in combat, even in mock-­combat,’ Guyon replied. ‘Somebody cannons into you and you’re off-­balance, and maybe you’re crossing swords with someone else and then you trip and put out an arm to save yourself. If there’s a dagger in that hand . . . well, you can imagine. You can get into a kind of mental overload and then it’s easy to panic and not know what you’re doing. It’s like in real combat, some men freeze and some go berserk and win medals. That’s why we do so many rehearsals.’

			‘How many people carried poignards?’

			‘Almost all of them but they were supposed to stay in their scabbards. The knights on foot were carrying longswords, two-­handers, but all the archers had some kind of long knife in their belts. In the fights I stage I always ban the use of a real knife in any kind of crowd scene. It’s just too easy to have an accident, and I certainly didn’t see anyone carrying one in their hand.’

			‘Am I right to presume that after your rehearsals you know all the men who were in the scuffle on the steps?’

			‘Indeed I do,’ said Guyon, nodding cheerfully in his eagerness to help. ‘Back in the changing room I have my stage directions and diagrams that show where each man should have been at each phase of the fight, both the English archers and the French knights. I know we started out in the right order, but then when Kerquelin’s horse went down, he decided on his own to join the knights on foot, and that threw things off. I’d planned everything with just six knights on those steps and two civilians to join them at each side at the end, when the English tried to rally.’

			‘So Kerquelin shouldn’t have been on the steps at all?’ Bruno asked. ‘I suppose that means if there was a deliberate attack on him it can’t have been planned, it must have been more a seizing of an unexpected opportunity.’ He scratched his head as another thought struck him. ‘Could somebody else have been the knifeman’s target and Kerquelin stabbed by mistake?’

			‘Not wearing that black surcoat that identified him as du Guesclin. We all knew that the only one wearing it was Kerquelin.’

			‘Did he have any enemies that you know of, men he might have quarrelled with?’

			‘No, he seemed to get on with everyone. After rehearsals we’d usually have a drink together and we all liked to hear him talk about the mock battles he’d been in. Kerquelin was really keen on old warfare, all of it. He told me he’d tried it with seventeenth-­century weapons in England, and he’d done re-­enactments in America, of their own Civil War, where the women can get dressed up as Southern belles. He showed us a video of one of the mock battles in Virginia somewhere, all brilliantly organized with rows of tents and cannon. They even had a banjo band. He was one of a group who were trying to put together a future project for Roman legionaries under Julius Caesar fighting the Gauls at the battle of Alesia. Several of us were interested in that.’

			Just then, Bruno saw J-­J’s portly figure making his way through the square towards him, Yves and the forensics team following in his wake. He turned back to Guyon. ‘Could you go and get those diagrams you mentioned and can we present the chief detective in charge of this case with a list of all the men who were on the steps?’

			‘There were a couple of women there, too,’ Guyon said. ‘One of the milkmaids was supposed to hit an archer with her milking stool, and another one, a washerwoman, was there with the big pole she used to stir the linen in the wash tub. That was the stage director’s idea.’

			‘Could you also find that director for me and bring him back here with your diagrams?’ Bruno asked. Then he scribbled down Guyon’s mobile phone number. ‘Commissaire Jalipeau has arrived and he’ll want to interview both of you. But thanks, Monsieur Guyon, you’ve been very helpful.’

			Bruno turned to greet J-­J and Yves, who headed the crime scene and forensics teams. He explained briefly what he’d learned from Guyon and then his phone vibrated at his waist with the little green light that indicated the caller was on General Lannes’s secure network.

			‘Bruno,’ came Lannes’s voice, ‘I don’t need to tell you that the need to avoid public embarrassment is the prime objective of any bureaucracy, the DGSE included. So rather than let them secure Kerquelin’s house I’d like you to do it, and not let any of them inside to do any house-­cleaning that might somehow lead to the disappearance of anything that could embarrass them. My people from Bordeaux will be with you in a couple of hours but get over there to his home and hold the fort. You’re attached to the staff of the Minister of the Interior as of now and there’s a letter being sent to your Mayor and to your own phone to say you are acting with his full authority, just in case Kerquelin’s colleagues are a little too enthusiastic.’

			‘What’s the address?’ Bruno asked.

			‘He’s in a manor house in some lieu-­dit called Giverzac, just outside Domme. Call me when you get there.’

			‘I know it, the local tennis club is there. There’s one problem, his daughter who lives with him. I presume you won’t want her there while the search is going on.’

			‘I’m sure you can arrange something, Bruno. It’s your turf, but securing that house is the priority. Take a look around once you get there, see if there are any signs of anyone else searching the place or any break-­in. I very much doubt you’ll find anything sensitive inside; Brice has been in this business too long for that.’

			Once Lannes ended the call, Bruno told J-­J that he’d need a car to take him to Kerquelin’s place. He then called Fabiola to make sure she was taking care of Kerquelin’s daughter for the night.

			‘I’m with her now,’ she said. ‘I know Nadia from our executive women’s group. We’ll take care of her.’

			‘I knew I’d seen her somewhere before,’ said Bruno. ‘Fabiola, see if you can get hold of her brother and her mother. The parents are divorced but I think her mother lives in Paris. We might have to put Nadia up in St Denis for a couple of nights. I suspect the security services will be all over her home for a while.’

			‘That’s fine,’ Fabiola said. ‘I presume you’ll be stuck here on the police work. Call me when you can.’

		

OEBPS/font/SwiftNeueLTPro-Regular.otf


OEBPS/font/SwiftLTStd-Bold.otf


OEBPS/font/SwiftNeueLTPro-Italic.otf


OEBPS/image/Quercus_Logo_Bitmap.png






OEBPS/image/9781529413700.jpg





OEBPS/image/1.png
Martin

WALRKER

A Chateau
Under Slege

uuuuuuu





OEBPS/font/ArialNarrow.TTF


OEBPS/font/SabonLTStd-Roman.otf


